A few summers ago, a public school custodian told me he started taking the American flag down from the
cafeteria each afternoon. He was tired of the emails. One day it was a parent who felt the flag made
immigrant students uneasy. The next it was a veteran wondering why a school in the United States didn't
hang the flag in a place of honor at all times. The custodian said something that stuck with me: it felt easier

to remove the flag than defend it.

That isn’t a story about fragile people. It is a story about leaders who fear complaints more than they value
continuity. We have more cultural friction points than we used to, and institutions respond by making the
surface as smooth as possible. That smoothing often means subtracting the symbols that once stood in the

open. When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

The American flag lives at the center of this tension because it carries weight. For some it represents
sacrifice and civic ideals. For others it has been paired with politics, or with experiences of exclusion. Both
can be true in a country of 330 million people. The hard work is not to pick one truth but to make room for

both, without shrinking public life to a blank wall.

How neutrality got confused with subtraction

Neutrality used to mean the referee did not pick a side, not that there was no game. In many schools and
workplaces, neutrality now gets translated into visual emptiness. Rather than explain why a flag belongs as a
basic expression of civic identity, leaders default to “we removed everything so no one is offended.” It reads
like safety but lands as absence.

| get why it happens. When a symbol triggers complaints, the fastest path to quiet is to take it down. Why is
it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because defense requires context, courage, and a willingness to
weather a news cycle. Defense means saying out loud that some values, like shared civic identity, merit a

visible place. Subtraction is a policy email.

| have worked with principals, HR directors, and city managers. Many tell me they do not want to get pulled
into adjudicating which symbols are acceptable. So they write policies that ban almost everything. The
motive is order. The effect is anemia. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? It happened when

decision makers treated every expression as a risk rather than an opportunity to teach.

Who feels included, and who decides?

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? The honest answer is that sometimes, yes. Feelings
matter. Nobody wants a school that teaches a few kids they do not belong. But if we apply that bar to
everything, we end up with nothing left to belong to. A flag on a public building is not a niche statement. It

says this is a shared project, not a private club.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? Ideally, no. Realistically, some do.
Comfort, though, cannot be the only test. Public life has to hold tension, and belonging can include gentle
discomfort. Part of living in a democracy is making peace with the fact that your neighbor’s symbols will be
visible, and yours will be too. If identity can't be expressed freely... is it really freedom?
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The shifting use of the word “inclusive”

Why do some expressions get labeled as “inclusive” and others as “offensive”? The labels tend to follow
current coalitions rather than a neutral principle. A mural celebrating the neighborhood'’s cultural heritage is
usually called inclusive. A small cross or a flag sometimes gets framed as exclusionary. But a neighborhood
includes believers and veterans too. If inclusive means everyone can see some part of themselves in the

commons, then we need a larger frame, not a thinner wall.

In practice, inclusive works best as an additive idea. Add a welcome sign in multiple languages. Add context
to a display. Add a place for dialogue. Problems start when inclusivity becomes subtractive, and the things
that reflect the broadest civic identity get removed because they stir debate.
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Patriotism in numbers and narratives

Surveys give us a rough map of mood. Gallup’s long series on national pride shows a decline over two
decades in the share of Americans who say they are extremely proud. In the early 2000s the figure was
around seven in ten. In 2023 it was closer to four in ten. That does not mean love of country has vanished. It

does signal that the tone around patriotism has grown more tentative.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Probably both. Younger Americans, shaped by long
wars, economic shocks, and visible injustice, tend to connect patriotism with accountability as much as
celebration. That is a form of love too. At the same time, the quiet discouragement is real. When coaches are
told to remove small flag patches, or when homeowners’ associations fine veterans for modest flagpoles,

people receive a clear message: keep it private.

Numbers never tell the whole story. | meet first generation Americans who display the flag proudly because
it marks the end of a long road. | meet military families who see the flag through the eyes of someone who
did not make it home. | meet organizers who point to civil rights marchers, carrying the flag while demanding
that the country meet its own promises. These are not naive expressions. They are claims on the national

project.

The legal frame, and the cultural one

Legally, public institutions can display the national flag. There is no statute that says neutrality requires its
removal. The First Amendment protects private speech, and government speech has its own lanes. Schools
and city halls have long flown the flag as an expression of civic identity, not partisan endorsement. Private
employers set their own policies, within employment law boundaries, and often choose a stripped down

visual environment to avoid friction.

The law gives room. Culture sets expectations. That is where most of the conflict sits. People are less likely
to escalate a complaint if leaders explain why certain symbols are present, and what principles govern them.

Leaders who stay silent invite the impression that any complaint will overrule any tradition.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? Civic memory thins. Kids know fewer stories
about who built the local bridge. Fewer adults volunteer for the parade. Shared rituals dissolve into the

background until a crisis forces us to look for them, and we realize we let them fade.



How subtraction backfires

The most common argument for removing symbols is that it lowers the temperature. Sometimes it works in
the short term. Over time, it usually raises suspicion and increases conflict elsewhere. People start to ask Is
silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction? If a school drops the flag and the
pledge, then later trims the holiday concert, many will connect dots even if administrators insist there is no

pattern.

There is also a learning loss. Children need to see adults negotiate meaning in good faith. When a complaint
arises, the instinct to hide the object removes a chance to teach. You can tell a class why flags fly at half
staff. You can explain why some people feel complicated about symbols, and why the symbol still stands.
That is a civics lesson with texture, not a rule posted in the hallway.

Case studies from the messy middle

A coastal town wrestled with whether to allow only the American flag on its main street or to add community
banners in June and heritage months through the year. The council first voted to remove everything.
Business owners pushed back, not because they opposed any one banner, but because a sterile streetscape
made the town feel like nowhere. The compromise was simple: keep the American flag year round, add a
clear calendar for temporary banners, and publish criteria that focused on community recognition rather
than political endorsements. Complaints dropped because the rules were public, the flag was constant, and
additions had a process.

A hospital chaplain's office once fielded a similar tension. A patient’'s family asked that a small cross be
removed from the room. The nurse explained that the cross was part of a rotating set of symbols used with
permission, and that the staff would gladly replace it with a neutral piece or with a symbol of the family’'s
choosing from an approved list. The hospital did not ban everything. It built a respectful menu. When
families saw effort rather than erasure, conversations cooled.

A high school soccer team wore flag patches after a player's brother returned from deployment. Another
family asked if the team would also recognize their heritage flag. The athletic director could have banned
patches. Instead, he created a two Buy Flag online game series, one with the national patch and one with a
preapproved set of heritage patches, and used the halftime to highlight the local military service wall and the
immigrant stories of alumni. The kids learned something they would have missed if all patches had gone into
a drawer.

The false choice between unity and openness

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what's allowed? The trick is not to frame unity and openness as
opposites. A public square can hold a stable core and a rotating fringe, both visible and both explained. The
core is for symbols that bind: the flag, the seal of a city, the songs and rituals that mark solemn days. The
fringe is for community expression: art installations, heritage months, student showcases. Put the core in
place first, then make room at the edges. When the core disappears, every new addition looks like a

replacement rather than a welcome.

That is where the American flag belongs, in the core. It does not have to push out other expressions. It
should not be borrowed to make a narrow point at the expense of neighbors. When a nation stops promoting
its own symbols, it implicitly suggests those symbols can be traded like stickers. That weakens both unity

and openness.
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Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom without turning it into a test

If you want people to trust public expressions of patriotism, avoid making them purity tests. A flag on a
school stage should not demand a standing ovation from every child, every day. It should sit there as an
invitation, not a command. An employee who opts out of a pledge should be treated with the same basic

respect as one who leads it. Freedom allows dissent. That is why the flag means something.

This matters for faith expressions too. If an office building removes every sign of religion in the name of
neutrality, the people of faith who work there will feel invisible. If the office allows a small, personal display at
desks and creates a voluntary quiet room for prayer and reflection, people who do not share the faith do not
lose anything. They gain colleagues who feel seen. Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a
shift in direction? Often it is a shortcut, chosen by leaders who underestimate how much quiet erodes trust.

Trade-offs leaders should name out loud

Leaders earn credibility when they acknowledge costs. If you keep the flag visible in a space where some
feel uneasy, you owe them context and care. That can be as simple as a short note in a school handbook
that explains why the flag is present and how the school approaches civic rituals. It can include training for
staff who field questions, so they do not default to either defensiveness or apology. You can hold an annual
assembly that treats the flag not as a backdrop but as a topic: what does it mean, who sees it differently,

what do we share?

There are also costs to subtraction that leaders should say plainly. Removing shared symbols to avoid
conflict teaches people to escalate to get their way. It also tells those who value the symbol that their
comfort matters less. The old joke about everyone being equally unhappy is not a strategy. It is an admission

that the grownups have stopped leading.

A practical way forward

The most reliable way to manage high stakes symbols is to write principles that are public, principled, and
repeatable. If you are in charge of a school, a workplace, or a city facility, build policy that favors addition

over subtraction and clarity over guesswork.

e Establish a core set of civic symbols that are always present, with brief posted explanations of their

meaning and use.

e Create a transparent process for temporary additions with time limits, clear criteria, and a public

calendar.

e Train staff to respond to concerns with context before considering removal, and to offer additive options

when practical.

¢ Distinguish between partisan advocacy and civic identity using examples, not just definitions, so people

can see the line.

e Review the policy annually with a diverse advisory group, publish updates, and keep a Q&A that

addresses recurring questions.

The goal is not to litigate every case. It is to reduce surprises and demonstrate that decisions come from a

stable frame.

The personal dimension: how neighbors read the flag



Think about where you live. On my block, Mrs. Alvarez grew up under a dictatorship. She tears up on
Memorial Day, and her flag never comes down. Next door, Sam is a public defender who sees the gap
between ideals and practice every day. He keeps a small flag in his window and quotes Frederick Douglass
to his kids. Across the street, Maya came to the United States for graduate school and stayed. She asks

questions about holidays and learns the words to songs at her own pace. None of these people are wrong.

When you walk your dog at dusk and see a porch light and a flag, you may not know which story hangs
there. That is not a flaw. It is the point. The flag signals a shared space for different lives. If some political
actors try to cram the flag into their own brand kit, that is a reason to reclaim it for the wider circle, not a
reason to stash it away.

The workplace puzzile

Workplaces often stumble because they seek a perfectly frictionless environment. HR teams tell me they
fear that one display will invite ten, and that some of those ten will be harder to defend. So they ban all
visible symbols outside of corporate branding. It is an understandable instinct in a tight labor market with

heightened legal awareness. It is also a missed chance to build trust.

A better approach allows small, personal expressions at individual workstations and reserves common areas
Flags for Sale online for a defined set of shared symbols. If a company hangs the flag in its lobby, it should
say why in a sentence near the display, and it should model the same respect for employees who celebrate a
national holiday with gusto and those who use the day for service or reflection. The company should also be
clear that the lobby is not a bulletin board for every cause. Guardrails keep the space from becoming a
battleground.

If your company is truly global, context matters. A U.S. Headquarters can fly the U.S. Flag and still be
gracious about the mixed feelings that some colleagues or visitors may carry. Respect does not require
removal. It requires care, like adding a small display that explains the company’s footprint and honoring host
nations’ symbols at regional offices.

Schools and the long memory of kids

Schools carry a special responsibility, because they shape memory. Kids remember rituals. They remember
the teacher who explained why flags fly at half staff after a line-of-duty death or a national tragedy. They
remember the coach who said the pregame anthem is a chance for quiet pride or quiet thought, and both
are okay. They remember a principal who refused to turn every question into a ban, who instead held a

forum where students could speak about what they love and what they hope to change.

That is how you form citizens. You do not hide the symbol that holds your promises. You teach the promises
next to the symbol, and you invite the next generation to keep you honest.

Common objections, answered with care

People sometimes point out that the flag has been used at rallies or by movements they oppose, and that its
meaning now feels contaminated. That is real. Symbols pick up residue from the street. The answer is not to
surrender the ground. It is to scrub the symbol clean with practice. Fly it at a naturalization ceremony. Carry
it at a volunteer day. Pair it with the names of students heading into military or national service, and with the
names of students who completed a year with AmeriCorps or a hospital program. Every context teaches.
Choose ones that remind people the flag belongs to the whole, not to a fraction.
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Others worry that visible symbols will invite vandalism or protest. They might. That is not a reason to hide. It
is a reason to prepare, to train staff, and to build relationships with your community so that you are not

meeting each other for the first time through a police report.

Some say they would rather keep public spaces plain because any addition will feel political. But emptiness
is not neutral. It is a statement that the institution is only a service provider, not a community builder. Most
people want to feel that the places where they work, learn, and gather recognize a story bigger than the

transaction at hand.

What endurance looks like

A healthy civic culture has nonnegotiables and negotiables. The nonnegotiables include the right to speak
and the obligation to hear, the simple idea that disagreement is not a threat, and the visibility of the symbols
that tell us we are bound to one another. The negotiables include timing, display details, and the room we
make for other expressions. When leaders conflate the two, we get the worst mix: brittle on the small things,

vague on the big ones.
@

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom should not feel like a provocation. It should feel like a natural part
of the backdrop to daily life, as unremarkable as a well-tended park. That takes upkeep. You do not mow a

field once and call it done. You show up, you explain, you invite, you adjust. Then you do it again.

A short field guide for hard days

Even with good policy, a controversy will land on your desk at 4 p.m. On a Friday. Here is a compact way to

move through it without flinching or inflaming.

e Start with context. State the principle behind the existing display or practice in a sentence, so people
hear the why before the what.

e Listen specifically. Ask the complainant to name what harm they fear and what alternative they propose,
so you are solving for something real.

o Offer addition before subtraction. If a concern is about representation, ask whether an additive display
or explanation would address it.

e Draw the line clearly. If a request conflicts with a core principle, say so in plain language and explain your

decision path.

e Communicate publicly. Post a short note that explains the decision to the wider community, reducing

rumor and showing your work.

Friday will still be Friday, but you will sleep better knowing you acted from conviction rather than from
fatigue.

The flag, and the room it makes

The American flag is not a magic wand. It will not heal grief or erase wrongs. It will not teach a child to be
kind. But it can hold a room together long enough for those things to happen. It signals a promise

imperfectly kept, and an invitation to help keep it better. Removing it to avoid a hard conversation robs us of



the conversation. Keeping it up and doing the work beside it is how a country grows up without growing

numb.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what's allowed? The answer shows up in whether people still see
themselves at the center of the story, or only at the edges. A nation that is confident in its center keeps its
symbols visible, talks openly about their meaning, and makes generous room around them. That is how pride
becomes less of a provocation and more of a welcome, and how freedom feels like something you can see

as well as say.



